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Spectroscopic analysis does show the presence of both car-
bon and oxygen in the solar atmosphere, but the Sun is
just too hot to burn. Ordinarily we are accustomed to think
of combustion, or of any other chemical reaction resulting
in the formation of complex compounds, as facilitated by
an increase in temperature. A piece of wood will begin to
burn, that is, to unite with the oxygen of the air, when it
is set afire by the flame of a match, and to light a match
we have to heat the phosphorus of its head by rubbing it
against a rough surface; but too high temperatures are, on
the other hand, destructive to complex chemical substances
and cause their dissociation into elements—water vapour
being decomposed into hydrogen and oxygen, carbon diox-
ide into carbon and oxygen.
The temperature of 6000 degrees to be found in the
solar atmosphere breaks the chemical bonds of all complex
compounds, and the gas forming the Sun must consist only
of a mechanical mixture of pure elementary substances. In
the outer layers of some other stars, however, with con-
siderably lower surface temperatures (1000 to 2000 degrees)
the formation of complex substances, including carbon
dioxide, could be expected to take place.
THE CONTRACTION HYPOTHESIS
We have gone somewhat afield from our original ques-
tion concerning the origin of solar energy, and in return-
ing to our theme we are brought to the work of a famous
German physicist of the last century, Hermann von Helrn-
holtz, who was concerned not only with the problem of
the present state of the Sun, but also with that of its origin.
According to Helmholtz, the Sun was, once upon a time,
a giant sphere of cool gas with a diameter much larger

